[Occipitalization of the atlas. Radiological diagnosis and clinical significance].
Occipitalization of the atlas is the most common malformation of the craniovertebral junction. It can be diagnosed on lateral teleradiography and its finding imposes screening for associated atlantoaxial instability. In case of instability, brisk movements of the cervical spine during surgery may result in compression and distortion of the spinal chord and vertebro-basilar vascular system. An 18 year-old female patient was referred to our department for facial dysmorphosis and extraction of the third molars. A lateral teleradiography revealed an occipitalization of the atlas and the fusion of the second and third cervical vertebral body. Further pre-operative investigations allowed ruling out any joint instability or associated craniovertebral junction malformations. Occipitalization of the atlas is not usually well-known by maxillofacial surgeons. It may be diagnosed with a lateral teleradiography. Its diagnosis imposes screening for other spinal malformations (spinal fusion, hemivertebra, spina bifida occulta). The major risk is compression and distortion of the spinal chord and vertebro-basilar vascular system, during surgery or anesthesia.